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Focusing on their feminist discourses and the expansion of power relationships, 
both Their Eyes Were Watching God and Song of Solomon represent African American 
literature in various aspects, such as gender, class, and racial issues, which all deserve 
readers’ attention. Within powerful linguistic structures, both novels ingeniously 
develop the protagonists’ journey of searching for self identity and end with their 
physical and spiritual reconstruction. Both Zora Neale Hurston and Toni Morrison are 
concerned about the richness of African American folklore and culture and explore the 
protagonists’ spiritual journey of questing for self, rebirth or transformation, the 
universal pain and suffering and spiritual wholeness related to ancestral wisdom. As 
female writers, both Hurston and Morrison shoulder their historical responsibility to 
demonstrate their unique cultural visibility and history. Embedded in the two authors’ 
texts is a history of achievement and a cultural heritage, which raises a lot of 
questions for readers to answer. 
Both Their Eyes Were Watching God and Song of Solomon can be regarded as 
coming-of-age novels in the African American literature tradition. So, this M.A. thesis, 
from poststructuralist point of view, discussing similarities and differences of the two 
protagonists’ journeys, intends to construct their journeys to search for self identity in 
the process of coming of age and reconstruct time and history presented in the 
connections between past, present and future, in accordance with what Toni Morrison 
states in the essay “Ancestor as Foundation.” Their self-identity and self-definition is 
constructed in their learning and growing process. By constructing a self, the 
protagonists are able to construct an outside world and the black’s spirit.  
Sharply defined within the national-historical boundaries of African American 
experience, both novels use history, autobiography and folklore and a lot of central 
images to create the black female writer’s space. Both novels are characterized by 
their richness of voices and storytelling. Both novels subtly explore the oppositions 















and internal self. Fully demonstrating the wealth of African American cultural 
resources and tradition, both novels show not only survival but also hope for the 
African Americans, which is my thesis intends to explore.  
Readers can evaluate the inheritance and transcendence between the two novels, 
and further perceive how feminist discourse constructs African American literature 
tradition. The African American tradition in their novels and what should black 
literature be in different periods and the inheritance and transcendence embedded in 
the novels deserve our attention. Toni Morrison goes a step further, which directs our 
attention to the question: “How does one act in the face of history?” 
My thesis is made up of four parts. The first chapter traces the development of 
coming-of-age novels in African American literature tradition and explores the 
representation of coming of age in the two novels and further discusses the sisterhood 
between Zora Neale Hurston and Alice Walker and Toni Morrison. The second 
chapter examines the protagonists’ construction of self-identity, showing their journey 
towards spiritual achievement. The third chapter focuses on the analysis of central 
images in the novels to help construct their journeys. The fourth chapter probes into 
the reconstruction of ancestors as the foundation of the survival of the black’s spirit.  
Through the protagonists’ journeys, both authors provide much space for readers 
to construct and deconstruct their physical, psychological and spiritual achievements 
which are embedded in the rich folklore and pattern in African American literature 
tradition. Finding the similarities and differences between Zora Neale Hurston and 
Toni Morrison enables us better to understand the world both female writers create in 
their novels. Both writers’ attention is focused on psychological and spiritual 
reconstruction to chart a new territory structurally and thematically.  
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Expanding on the issues of power and voice, Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes 
Were Watching God successfully explores Janie’s journey into womanhood, in which 
she shifts from restriction to spiritual liberation and fulfillment. Through her three 
marriages, she finally makes her voice heard and searches for further horizon. Her 
pursuit for a life of her own represents black women’s pursuit of dream and truth. 
Weaving the tensions between Janie and the larger group she lives in and the inner 
tensions she experiences, employing extensive use of nature images, such as pear 
trees, far horizon, apron, Zora Neale Hurston has successfully created a vivid picture 
of Janie’s individuality and her growth from girlhood to womanhood in connection 
with the process of psychological and spiritual reconstruction.  
Like Hurston, in Song of Solomon, Toni Morrison also presents readers with 
Milkman’s quest for his identity and ancestral history. Milkman’s journey forward to 
flight is a journey into his past. Within the frame of the folktale of flying Africans and 
the history of family connections, Toni Morrison’s exploration of Milkman’s journey 
from North to South, his returning to his ancestral world and finally finding his 
identity and liberation and life’s value, to some extent, potentially destabilize the 
construction of identity and question traditional western conceptions of individualism. 
In the novel, Pilate, a black female figure, enables Milkman to undertake an initiation 
journey into his family history, into the history of black people and into a mature 
knowledge of how the people and places of his past and present connect. The world 
Toni Morrison creates in Song of Solomon not only depicts and explores Milkman, as 
a growing individual, who journeys from immaturity to maturity by returning to the 
past, but also has some connections with the world in Their Eyes Were Watching God, 
in which Janie’s journey shares some similarities and differences with that of 
Milkman. In a larger sense, the worlds both Hurston and Morrison create in the novels 
share rich African American culture, tradition and experiences. Specifically speaking, 















for readers to construct a new feminist discourse. 
Both Their Eyes Were Watching God and Song of Solomon can be regarded as 
coming-of-age novels in African American literature tradition. So, my thesis, from a 
poststructuralist point of view, discussing the similarities and differences of two 
protagonists’ journeys, intends to construct their journeys to search for self identity in 
the process of coming of age and reconstruct time and history presented in the 
connection between past, present and future, which is in accordance with what Toni 
Morrison states in her essay “Ancestors as Foundation.”  
Readers can evaluate the inheritance and transcendence between the two novels, 
and further perceive how feminist discourse constructs African American literature 
tradition. Their quests for self-identity and self-definition are constructed in their 
learning and growing processes. By constructing a self, the protagonists are able to 
construct an outside world for the survival of the black’s spirit.  
Sharply defined within the national-historical boundaries of African American 
experience, both novels use history, autobiography and folklore to claim space. Both 
novels are characterized by the richness of voices and storytelling. Both novels subtly 
explore the oppositions between dream and truth, past and future as well as the 
dichotomy between external community and internal self. Fully demonstrating the 
wealth of African American cultural resources and tradition, both novels show not 
only the survival of the black’s spirit but also the hope for the African Americans, 
which my thesis intends to explore.  
Through the protagonists’ journeys, both authors provide much space for readers 
to construct and deconstruct their physical, psychological and spiritual achievements, 
which are embedded in the rich folklores in African American literature tradition. 
Finding the similarities and differences between Zora Neale Hurston and Toni 
Morrison enables us to better understand the worlds both female writers create in their 
novels and further perceive the inheritance and transcendence between the two novels. 
In Their Eyes Were Watching God, Zora Neale Hurston explores the heroine 
Janie’s journey from restriction to spiritual liberation and fulfillment into womanhood. 















horizon interprets the conflicts between the individual’s desire and the community’s 
need to stifle it. Janie emerges as a figure of unmatched strength in the novel. Through 
her three marriages, her psychological and spiritual reconstruction seems complete on 
her journey for selfhood.  
Like Hurston, Toni Morrison explores Milkman’s journey for his identity and 
ancestral history in Song of Solomon. In a conversation with Gloria Naylor, Morrison 
points out, people “who are trying to show certain kinds of connections between 
myself and Zora Neale Hurston are always dismayed and disappointed in me because 
I hadn’t read Zora Neale Hurston except for the little short story before I began to 
write… [The] fact I had never read Zora Neale Hurston and wrote The Bluest Eyes 
and Sula anyway means that the tradition really exist” (qtd. in Smith, 2007: 7). 
However, we are surprised to find both novels share some similarities at least in some 
aspects. So, Morrison, as novelist, editor, playwright and essayist, enjoys such high 
regard and general esteem both in America and internationally that she invites 
frequent comparisons with the best known writers of American and European literary 
canons: William Faulkner, James Joyce, Thomas Hardy and others. Here I intend to 
make a comparison between Zora Neale Hurston and Toni Morrison. They are black 
women writers in different periods; however, their novels deserve a comparison. 
According to the material available, we find that some critics have already paid 
attention to the contrast between the two novels. 
According to Matza, “it is useful to conclude with a final statement about why 
the comparison deserves attention. First, for people to know who they are and what is 
possible for them—two concerns of Morrison and Hurston—they must understand the 
past and its connection to the present. They must know their culture’s contributions; 
they must be aware of what has helped them survive. Connected to this is Alice 
Walker’s assertion, ‘we are a people. A people do not throw their geniuses away. If 
they do, it is our duty as witnesses for the future to collect them again for the sake of 
children. If necessary, bone by bone’” (1985: 53). So, inspired by Matza’s essay “Zora 
Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God and Toni Morrison’s Sula: A 
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